Databases for stolen art
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There are many factors that sustain the illicit trafficking of cultural objects and art. 1 Primary among them is the demand for rare and fragile pieces on the part of collectors, and the risky activities that suppliers are willing to engage in to make a sale.
Stoneware, porcelain, jewellery, war medals, paintings and prints are frequently stolen and sold privately or at public auction, either locally or abroad. 2 In the case of paintings, works that are readily identifiable may be disguised by cutting them up, and in so doing improving the marketability of the fragments.
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Repositories of South African art and heritage objects must contend with additional challenges such as continual cost increases, politically motivated operational decision-making, and decreased numbers of visitors. 4 These repositories also pose soft targets for thieves. Poverty, unemployment and rising living costs mean that items of historical and cultural significance, as well as metal objects, are desirable purely for their perceived monetary value. 5 In the process, priceless works are frequently destroyed. 6 But it is not just about the monetary losses resulting from thefts from museums and public collections.
Crucially, these thefts also pose a threat to the collective memory of a society, its knowledge of history, historical records, and ultimately to social cohesion. They diminish the potential for mutual enrichment and for dialogue about art and culture. 7 They also sustain illicit trafficking in cultural objects. In addition, museums often under-report theft, as they are hesitant to publicly highlight their lack of proper security. Moreover, they are careful not to place relationships with their donors and potential donors at risk. 25 This forms part of a wider, global trend. Often thefts are reported for insurance purposes rather than to aid recovery. Research shows that investigations are readily closed when the stolen item is insured.
The assumption is that the insurance will pay out and the loss will be recovered. 26 Unfortunately, these losses involve unique and irreplaceable items.
Provenance and auction house practice
Provenance speaks to the genealogy of the item 
Progress achieved elsewhere
Work on databases is frequently bogged down by a lack of funding, policy, political will and administrative difficulty. Nonetheless, the 'databasing' of stolen cultural objects 40 and the steps that will ensure access to these databases deserve to be prioritised and fast-tracked.
Since opportunistic dealers and thieves are rarely deterred by the law, it is important to clarify practice standards for acquisition and collection in a transnational market subject to inter-jurisdictional Italy is the model EU member state in this regard.
The Carabinieri manage the largest databank on stolen art in the world (the Leonardo Database carries details on some 5.7 million objects). 48 The
Carabinieri accord high priority to art theft, making a careful distinction between stolen art and other stolen goods. 49 Italy also leads Project PSYCHE The locally based Artinsure database does not fall into this category, as it does not charge a user fee.
There is no need to register or be a client. Data on stolen items may be added free of charge.
The ALR is founded on a joint partnership of leading international auction houses, art trade associations and the insurance industry. The ALR database has a significantly sized register of stolen art and antiquities. Its scope ensures that it has a competitive edge in the tracking of stolen art.
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ALR staff perform the searches. For due diligence requirements the ALR issues certificates stating that a particular object is not listed on its database.
It goes without saying that trafficked objects will continue to circulate on the black market if the relevant data is not incorporated into the register.
Art historians are able to match stolen objects with objects registered on the database.
The ALR is tightly controlled and every search is fully recorded for audit purposes. This makes it difficult for thieves to get information about the status of a work they have stolen. The owner pays to register the stolen item/s, and auctioneers and dealers contribute to the cost of the search. An additional recovery fee (as much as 30% of a work's value) may be payable if the ALR undertakes to recover the art. 58 Due to its commercial nature, the potential of the ALR database to interact with other private sector initiatives and with police databases is relatively low. 59 The ARI, which provides due diligence services and provenance research, is a much more recent initiative. 60 It was set up in London in 2013 in order to bring 'transparency to the rather murky world of art recovery' through 'ethical and strategic negotiation'. 61 Its primary focus is art recovery and the resolution of complex title disputes, but it also intends to get involved in education on art crime and cultural heritage preservation, and to offer pro bono services for artists, eligible claimants and non-profit institutions. 62 Registering an item on Art Claim, its database, is free of charge, and it utilises image recognition software. The development of different databases by segments of the art market has met with some opposition, because the more databases there are, the harder it is for the law to impose an obligation of due diligence on buyers and sellers. 70 However, we would argue that solidarity can be built and strengthened by a network of databases that share a common interface.
Such a commonly agreed portal would be well placed to promote the updating of inventories of public collections and national digitised inventories, based on the international object identification (ID) system. 
